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Abstract:  A novel conotoxin (conopeptide) was biochemically characterized from the 

crude venom of the molluscivorous marine snail, Conus bandanus (Hwass in Bruguière, 

1792), collected in the south-central coast of Vietnam. The peptide was identified by screening 

bromotryptophan from chromatographic fractions of the crude venom. Tandem mass 

spectrometry techniques were used to detect and localize different post-translational 

modifications (PTMs) present in the BnIIID conopeptide. The sequence was confirmed by 

Edmanôs degradation and mass spectrometry revealing that the purified BnIIID conopeptide 

had 15 amino acid residues, with six cysteines at positions 1, 2, 7, 11, 13, and 14, and three 

PTMs: bromotryptophan, ɔ-carboxy glutamate, and amidated aspartic acid, at positions 

ñ4ò, ñ5ò, and ñ15ò, respectively. The BnIIID peptide was synthesized for comparison with 

the native peptide. Homology comparison with conopeptides having the III -cysteine 

framework (ïCCx1x2x3x4Cx1x2x3Cx1CCï) revealed that BnIIID belongs to the M-1 family 
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of conotoxins. This is the first report of a member of the M-superfamily containing 

bromotryptophan as PTM. 

Keywords: Conus bandanus; cone snail venom; mass spectrometry; BnIIID;  

bromotryptophan; ɔ-carboxy glutamate; post-translational modifications 

 

1. Introduction  

The peptides from the venom of cone snails (conotoxins or conopeptides) constitute a rich source of 

useful pharmacological tools and peptide probes for ion channels, transporters, and neurotransmitter 

receptors with a high degree of diversity, specificity, and potency [1ï3]. Each Conus species is estimated 

to have a large number of species-specific conotoxins comprising cysteine poor-/rich-peptides [4ï6]. 

Most mature peptides range between 8 and 40 amino acid residues with various cysteine-framework, 

and inter-cyteine variations in the number and kind of amino acids. Moreover, they have a high degree 

of post-translational modifications (PTMs) [7], whereby the modifications serve to create efficiently 

new conotoxin structures and pharmacological properties [4]. In addition to extensive disulphide 

linkages, which are a common feature of conotoxins, common PTMs include C-terminal amidation, 

proline hydroxylation, ɔ-carboxylation of glutamic acid, pyroglutamic acid, tyrosine sulfation, tryptophan 

bromination, and glycosylations [8ï11]. Thus, there is an important role to entirely characterize the 

complement of mature peptides from cone snails. 

In the search of new conopeptides from the venom of Conus bandanus, collected from the coast of 

Vietnam, we have found an unusual peptide containing bromine. We used tandem mass spectrometry 

to characterize the primary peptide sequence and localize the positions of tryptophan bromination, and 

ɔ-carboxylation of glutamic acid. The amidation of aspartic acid of the C-terminus was confirmed by 

the combination of theoretical mass calculation, Edman degradation, and homology comparison. We 

compared also the peptide sequence similarity of BnIIID to that of other conopeptides from Conus 

marmoreus, considered a close-relative interspecies with the molluscivorous Conus bandanus [12,13]. 

In addition, the BnIIID peptide was synthesized for comparison with the native peptide. This is the 

first report of an M-superfamily conopeptide containing a bromotryptophan. 

2. Results and Discussion 

2.1. Venom Fractionation and Purification 

C. bandanus dissected crude venom was fractionated, sub-fractionated, and purified by  

reversed-phase chromatography on Vydac semi-preparative and analytical columns (Figure 1). Each 

HPLC fraction containing conopeptides (Figure 1A) was analyzed by Matrix-Assisted Laser 

Desorption/Ionization Time-Of-Flight (MALDI -TOF) mass spectrometry. The fraction 3.2 highlighted 

in black (Figure 1B) shows several different molecules with major intensity (Figure S1 in the 

Supplementary Information) containing an unusual monoisotopic ion. Figure 1C,D show further 

purifications from the previous fraction 3.2. An asterisk tags the subfraction that exhibited an unusual 

isotopic distribution for a peptide. This fraction was purified to near homogeneity on the same 
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reversed-phase analytical column, by optimizing the elution gradient slope, hence, avoiding the use of 

a two dimensional chromatography (Figure 1D) and was named BnIIID. 

Figure 1. HPLC purification profile of dissected C. bandanus venom, extract, and BnIIID 

purification. (A) Fractionation was carried out with a Vydac semi-preparative C18 column 

(300 Å, 5 µm, 10 mm i.d. × 250 mm) and eluted at 3 mL min
ī1

 with gradient 0%ï56% of 

B buffer/50 min; (B) Fractionation from zone 3 with a Vydac analytical C18 column  

(300 Å, 5 µm,  4.6 mm i.d. × 250 mm) and eluted at 1 mL min
ī1

 with gradient (0%ï0.5% 

B/5 min, 0.5%ï15% B/1 min and 15%ï40% of B/40 min); (C) Further purification of 

fraction 3.2, from the previous step, was further purified with gradient (10%ï15%  

B/7.5 min, 15%ï20% B/42.5 min and 20%ï35% B/45 min); (D) The asterisk indicates 

BnIIID. The purity of BnIIID peak was checked by MALDI -TOF-MS. 
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2.2. Determination of the Number of Disulphide Bonds 

Analysis of the native BnIIID by MALDI -TOF/TOF MS showed two single-charged ion distributions 

(Figure 2A), which yielded two monoisotopic ion signals at m/z 1819.129 and m/z 1863.159. The 

BnIIID isotopic distributions indicated the possible presence of one bromine atom [14,15]. The 

abundance of these peaks ñdoubletò at m/z (1819.129; 1821.21) and m/z (1863.159; 1865.159) is 

typical of a molecule containing the equally abundant bromine isotopes (50.69% 
79

Br and 49.31% 
81

Br, 

respectively). Following reduction with TCEP, BnIIID signals were shifted by 6 u indicating the 

presence of three disulfide bonds (Figure 2B). 

Figure 2. Identification of bromination using isotopic distributions of native BnIIID (A); 

and reduced BnIIID form (B); from off-line LC/MALDI -TOF MS. A shift of 6 u is 

observed characterizing the reduction of three S-S bonds. 

 

2.3. Presence of Gamma-Carboxylate Glutamate Residue 

To elucidate the two different major masses of the pure fraction, we reduced and alkylated the 

cysteines to avoid disulfide reformation and to improve fragmentation yield during ESI-MSMS 

measurements (Figure 3). The CID fragmentation of the major compound in the fraction, 2214.55 Da, 
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produce the decarboxylated fragment. In order to elucidate the sequence, the decarboxylated fragment 

was submitted to MS
3
 CID fragmentation. Figure 3C illustrate the b and y series obtained, confirming 

again the presence of a bromotryptophan. Thus, we could predict BnIIID having one ɔ-carboxylated 

glutamate residue and a bromotryptophan. 

Figure 3. Analysis of reduced and alkylated BnIIID by high resolution MS and MSMS 

mass spectrometry: (A) Deconvoluted spectrum of the fraction shown in Figure 1D after 

reduction and alkylation with IAA; (B) Deconvoluted spectrum of the CID fragmentation 

of the 2214.55 Da ion; (C) MS
3
 product (2168.55 Da) corresponding to the decarboxylation 

of the precursor ion. Note: C1: carbamidomethyl-cysteine; alkylated cystein by IAA;  

W: bromotryptophan. 

 

2.4. Peptide Sequencing 

To determine the amino acid sequence of BnIIID, we also employed the CID fragmentation 

technique using a MALDI  TOF/TOF mass spectrometer that generated predominantly b and y-type 
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product ions. Figure 4 shows two CID mass spectra of IAA -labeled BnIIID, with and  

without-carboxylation. Moreover, the product ions that contained a bromotryptophan residue showed 

unusual isotope patterns. The MS/MS spectrum of the parent ion at m/z 2167.245, without 

carboxylation (Figure 4A), showed complete series of b and y-type ions from position 1 to 15. We 

clearly observed a shift corresponding to the bromotryptophan residue (+260/262 u) between b3 and b4 

ions or y11 and y12 ions. The glutamic acid residue is also identified after the bromotryptophan residue 

using the b4/b5 and y10/y11 ions. Furthermore, the m/z increment of 160 u between (b1/b2; b6/b7; b10/b11; 

b12/b13; b13/b14) ions confirmed the presence of an IAA -modified cysteine. Therefore, the mass of an 

IAA -modified cysteine at first position is inferred from m/z 161 b1 ion and t corresponding m/z 2007 

y14 ion. Thus, BnIIID linear sequence exhibits a cysteine framework III,  with the following pattern 

CCïCïCïCC. There are limits in distinguishing leucine/isoleucine residue (mass 113 Da) at position 

ñ10ò, and amidated aspartic acid/asparagine residue (mass of 114 Da) at the C-terminus (C-terminal 

amidation is a common PTM due to 1 Da reduction in mass). Therefore, the initial sequence 

assignment of m/z 2167.245 parent ion was CCDWENCDH(L/I)CSCC(D*/N), as shown in Figure 4A. 

Figure 4. CID MS/MS spectrum of TCEP-reduced and IAA -labeled BnIIID, recorded with 

the MALDI -TOF/TOF 4800 mass spectrometer. MS/MS fragmentation of BnIIID  

without (A), and with carboxylation of E (B). Insets show the sequences derived from these 

MS/MS spectra. Note: C1: carbamidomethyl-cysteine; alkylated cystein by IAA;  W: 

bromotryptophan; E: ɔ-carboxylic glutamic acid; *:  C-terminal amidation. 
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Figure 4B shows the spectrum of the parent ion at m/z 2211.198 with predicted carboxylation. Here 

we focused on the identification of the ɔ-carboxylic glutamic acid residue. The m/z 2211.198- CID 

MS/MS spectrum is not so informative than the m/z 2167.245-spectrum due to the preferential loss of 

the carboxylic group of the ɔ-carboxylic glutamic acid residue during the fragmenting process. 

Though, we determined a ɔ-carboxy glutamate (E) according to the difference of 173 u at the same 

position ñ5ò, i.e., between y10 and y11 ions (Figure 5). We also found a perfect agreement with  

ESI-MS/MS data using the series of y-type ions. Thus, the initial BnIIID sequence is 

CCDWENCDH(L/I)CSCC(D*/N) with two confirmed PTMs: bromotryptophan (W) and ɔ-carboxy 

glutamate (E). Nair et al. have used the Fourier transform ion cyclotron resonance MS/MS technique 

of electron capture dissociation, infrared multiphoton dissociation and CID to detect, and localize the 

bromotryptophan of a conopeptide, named Mo 1274, from Conus monile venom [16]. There was 

difficulty  in the initial sequence assignment of CID mass spectrum of the Mo 1274 peptide. In our 

case, the MALDI -TOF CID MS/MS was used to characterize simply the initial sequence, and also 

positions of bromotryptophan and ɔ-carboxy glutamate. 

Figure 5. A zoom of CID MS/MS mass spectrum profile of IAA -labeled BnIIID with 

carboxylation of E (Figure 4B). Insets show the sequences derived from these MS/MS 

spectra. Note: C1: carbamidomethyl-cysteine; alkylated cystein by IAA; W: bromotryptophan; 

E: ɔ-carboxylic glutamic acid; *:  C-terminal amidation. 

 

To confirm the complete amino acid sequence of BnIIID, this native conopeptide was submitted to 

Edmanôs degradation. Figure 6 presents the release of BnIIID PTH-amino acid residues for each cycle. 

BnIIID sequence has totally 15 amino acid residues with six cysteines at positions ñ1; 2; 7; 11; 13; 14ò 

which supports well the CID MS/MS obtained data. Additionally, there are no amounts of PTH-amino 

acid residues at cycle ñ4ò and ñ5ò, and it explains clearly that PTH-amino acid residue of 

bromotryptophan and ɔ-carboxy glutamate are not noted in Edmanôs degradation profile of the 

standard program. At position ñ10ò, we can confirm the leucine residue having an amount of 4.3 pmol 

in place of isoleucine. No data are observed at the last cycle, which may propose that there is a PTM in 

the amino acid residue. The MS/MS spectrum data and theoretical calculation offered previously two 
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possibilities: an amidated aspartic acid (D*)  or an asparagine (N) residue. Therefore, it may be  

inferred an aspartic acid amidation at the C-terminus. Thus, the complete linear BnIIID sequence is 

CCDWENCDHLCSCCD* with three PTMs: bromotryptophan, ɔ-carboxy glutamate, and amidated 

aspartic acid, at positions ñ4ò, ñ5ò, and ñ15ò, respectively. This sequence is also in agreement with the 

experimental mass obtained in Figure 3B for BnIIID;  theoretical mass of BnIIIID  (C78 H111 N26 O33 

S6 Br) = 2210.5309 Da, experimental mass: 2210.5293 Da (ȹ = 1.6 ppm). 

Figure 6. Solid-phase Edman degradation of native BnIIID. Note: W: bromotryptophan; E: 

ɔ-carboxylic glutamic acid; * : C-terminal amidation. 

 

2.5. Peptide Synthesis 

To confirm the refolding of the peptide like the native product, a synthetic BnIIID peptide was 

prepared (containing 6-D/L-6 bromotryptophan, ɔ-carboxy glutamate and amidated aspartic acid at 

positions ñ4ò, ñ5ò, and ñ15ò, respectively). Figure 7 demonstrates the near identity of RP-HPLC 

chromatogram profiles from the same retention time, co-elution of refolded synthetic and native 

peptides. It is worth noting that the synthetic BnIIID was purified from the racemic mixture containing 

both D and L forms of 6-bromotryptophan. We deduced that the isomer position occurring in BnIIID is 

6-bromotryptophan, following the earlier study by Craig et al. [14]. Remarkably, 6-bromotryptophan 

has also been found, mostly in other marine animals. The peptide component that co-eluted with the 

native peptide was less hydrophobic (data do not shown). This phenomenon is similar in the synthetic 

bromoheptapeptide purification of Conus imperialis, which demonstrated L-6-bromotryptophan  

from digestion with Ŭ-chymotrypsin [14]. Thus, it could be deduced that the native BnIIID  

contains L-6-bromotryptophan. 


